CHAPTER 3

The lamenting is over
Where are people regenerating landscapes?
Welcome back and thanks to Tawana for her stories from the
elders of Magoli. Today we go to Malawi to begin investigating
landscape initiatives that promise to restore the land and some
of the memories of the elders and dreams of the youth. No more
lamenting! We are here to see what is possible! Enjoy!

We have gathered for our second Environment
Leadership meeting in Southern Malawi, at a local
retreat, about 60km south-east of Blantyre. During
our time here, we will be sharing stories from
across the African region and then go on a threeday hike on Mount Mulanje. When we arrived, we
could see the peaks of the impressive mountain
range rising sharply from the surrounding plains
of Phalombe. We know that the land around the
reserve is threatened by forest clearing for farming
and firewood, as well as by several invasive species.
But we are still excited because we know that the
mountain reserve is filled with forest butterflies
and birds, such as the White-winged Apalis and the
Cholo Alethe, named after a nearby town. We are
also hoping to see dwarf chameleons, geckos, the
squeaker frog, and a rare limbless, burrowing lizard
on our walk. There is much to look
forward to.

The landscapes of Mt. Mulanje
serve as a water tank for the surrounding communities
in Malawi and Mozambique. As long as land is healthy
the high rainfall will continue to be captured, sinking
into the soils of the Mt. Mulanje massif. The mountain
releases the water slowly into the many streams
and rivers that run off the mountain. Hundreds of
thousands of people depend on this clean water.

The same twenty-five young people, with Tawana and I,
are sitting on benches in a circle under a giant Msamba
Fumu tree. The group arrived late last night from their
various homes around Southern Africa. They are eager
to share the many stories they have brought. I began:
“At the end of our last meeting in Chimanimani, we
realised that most societies and communities have a
destructive relationship with the land, living off the
land rather than living with it. We agreed to study
environmental impacts on the land, to see what role
we could play in restoring it back to life.
We also agreed to look for examples
of where people are reversing the
terrible damage done to our
landscapes.”
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Chifundo’s Story: Using permaculture to
re-imagine the land
“Chifundo, could we start with you?”
“Yes,” said Chifundo, jumping up with that big smile of hers.

Lwatizi School, in Livingstonia in northern Malawi, is an inspiring example of managing landscapes. In
the past, students spent the first hour sweeping the dusty ground to keep the school ‘clean’. They
were taught that sweeping dust like this was responsible and ‘normal’.
Now they are part of the ‘Whole School Approach to Greening Schools’ Programme.
SCOPE, the organisation running this programme, aims to help the children see and
behave in a new way. They bring the whole school community together and help them
discover how rich they are in resources. They start by helping the school to create a
vision for their school. Then they learn the skills they need, ranging from permaculture,
to seed saving and integrated land use design, to growing natural medicines, and
carrying out value addition into products for sale, running a business, and marketing.
Next, they develop an action plan.
Today the school has a beautiful orchard, full of diverse fruit trees, such as bananas,
papayas, soursop, mangoes, granadilla, and pineapples. Mixed amongst these are a variety
of medicinal herbs like lemongrass and different aloes. Instead of dust and swept soil, they now
grow chillies and paprika, processing them into powder and ointments to sell at the local market to
generate funds. They are becoming a holistic school that meets nearly all the students’ needs. Many of
the parents are learning from their children and doing similar things at home!

PERMACULTURE – What is it?
Permaculture, or permanent culture, is an approach that brings together a set of
techniques to design our lives and activities for long-term sustainability in harmony
with nature’s patterns. Permaculture Design views the world through a lens of the
interconnectedness of living systems. Everything is connected to everything else.

A few of the techniques used in Permaculture Design:
• Agroforestry, which is the use of trees in farming
• Seeing wastes as resources to be used again,
recycled, and conserved
• Natural earth building techniques such as
rammed earth
• Maintaining maximum ground cover by
using a variety of mulching techniques
• Zero tillage and dry planting which help
to maintain healthy soil structure
• Intercropping, companion planting and
mixed cropping techniques
• Integrated land use design which builds
connections between the elements on
the land
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Juliet’s Story: Strengthening farmers’
seed systems
“Chifundo, that was great! I wish I had gone to a school like that,” I said. “Who’s next?”
“I can go next!” exclaimed an enthusiastic Juliet.

“I was lucky enough to visit Mwabula Village in Mumbwa district in central Zambia with a
friend who works there. She’s helping them strengthen everything to do with their seed – growing,
harvesting, storing and exchanging.”
“I buy all my seed from a shop. That is where you get good quality seed, isn’t it?” stated
Themba.
“Farmers grow most of their own seeds across Africa. They save it each year and then
use it again the next year,” Juliet answered. “Think of all the seeds your grandmother
and mother used to save, Themba. I’m sure they had cowpeas, groundnuts, bambara
nuts, many different kinds of beans, finger millet, sorghum, pearl millet and more. “
“I guess you’re right. I was thinking about maize seed.”
“That’s the problem. When we think of food, we think maize, but food is much
more than maize. Food is all those different crops. In Mwabula village they did the
same, forgetting all those crops and growing maize. Luckily, there were three women in
the village who continued to grow all those crops and saved the seed.
“Others began to see sense and a Mwabula seed group was born. The Chief gave them
land to demonstrate on. They also set up a seed bank to store their seed, as well as saving seed
at their homes.
“We visited Mwabula village at the time of their annual seed fair. It was a celebration with
songs, dancing and drumming. Before the celebration people exchanged seed and shared
planting information. I was amazed at the diversity of seed on show, and
the in-depth knowledge people had on how
they grow, the taste, how to store seed
well, any medicinal properties and
so on. That knowledge has come
from generations of experience.
If we are going to talk about
work on landscapes, we
have to start with seed!”
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Chipo’s Story: Farming naturally in
Julius Astiva’s food forest
“If it is OK with all of you I’m going to read this story I wrote about Julius Astiva’s food forest in western
Kenya for our school newspaper,” said Chipo shyly. Everyone nodded in encouragement.

My Adventure in
Baba Astiva’s Food Forest
Ferdinand drew up on the
edge of the road and turned
off the motorbike’s engine. I
jumped off and followed him
down the hill towards a house
hidden amongst trees.
“Hodi,” called out Ferdinand,
“Baba Astiva, are you at home?”
The main door of the house
opened sharply. Out came
a man with a huge smile.
“Welcome,” he said, “And who
have you brought this time?”
he asked.
“This is a good friend, Chipo,
from Zimbabwe,” replied
Ferdinand. “When I told her
about what you are doing on
your two-acre farm, she said
she had to come and see it.

She’s part of an Environment
Leadership programme in
southern Africa.”
“Welcome,” Julius exclaimed.
“Before I take you around my
farm, let me give you some
background.” I nodded in
agreement.
“About twenty years ago, I
decided to give up teaching
at a small agricultural college
and become a full-time farmer.
Everyone thought I was mad.
Perhaps I was! I’d inherited
this farm from my father, quite
similar to other farms around
here. Maize production twice
per year had replaced the
naturally thick vegetation. I
could see how tired the soil

was. Soon after I moved back
there was a big rainstorm and
I saw how much of the rain
poured off the land. It went
down into the stream at the
bottom of my farm at the
beginning of its journey to the
ocean.”

Water harvesting:
capture, spread and sink
“My first job then was to
ensure that I capture every
drop of rain into the ground.
I did this in a variety of
ways, combining contour
ditches and large pits filled
with vegetation. It was trial
and error at first but always
following the basic principles
of water harvesting.”

The basic principles of water harvesting:
ywhere with a
1. Work towards healthy covered soil ever
huge amounts
trate
diversity of plants. Such soils can infil
of water because of their structure.
r run-off:
2. Where you have to manage surface wate
up
a) Always start to manage the water as high
the slope as you can
ure,
b) Aim to capture, spread and sink, capt
.
sink
spread and
c) Pay special attention to spillways
so that they can handle unusually
heavy storms.
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“At the same time, I started
digging a fishpond at the
lower end of my farm. I needed
sources of income in the short
term. I thought that the water
captured in the ground would
work its way underground
down the slope and fill my
pond. I was right. The pond
filled in the first year and I
added another the following
year. Ever since then, fish have
been a good source of income
for me.
“I divided my farm into
sections and grew different
kinds of plants throughout.
Some for short term income
and food, some for fruit,
timber trees, and trees for
making charcoal. Come, I

think we need to make a tour
of the farm. That will give you
a better idea than me talking.”

convinced this was going to
become a high value product
for soil improvement.

Creating a food forest

Vegetable diversity and
annual crops

Julius Astiva set off at a pace
and I ran to keep up with
him. He was obviously a
man of boundless energy.
We entered a lush forest and
Julius stopped to explain what
surrounded us. There were
trees of every kind, avocadoes,
tree tomatoes, granadillas
creeping everywhere, trees for
charcoal and a pit nearby in
which he made this high value
product. Some of the charcoal
he used with his homemade
biofertiliser to improve his
soil. Some he sold. He was
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Then we moved into what was
obviously a vegetable area,
packed with different species,
many of which I recognised
as ‘weeds’. They were mixed
together.
“How many different species
do you have here?” I asked.
“More than a hundred,” he said.
“I’m often asked that question
and tried to count once!”
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On we moved to the next
section where he had maize
growing. Intercropped with
the maize were cowpeas and
pumpkins and another bean
plant that I did not recognise
at first.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“That’s velvet bean,” Julius
answered. “I plant them much
later in the season. Once
I’ve harvested cowpeas and

pumpkins it takes over and
keeps growing over the maize,
long after the rains have
stopped. It must have deep
roots. It is my soil improver. It
feeds all those tiny creatures
in the soil that make soil
healthy and alive. We call
them microbes. They are my
workers and it is important to
keep feeding your workers if
you want them to work well
for you.”

The basic principles to follow if you want healthy soil
1. Always keep the soil as covered as possible
2. Leave the soil unbroken, tilling as little as possible
3. Have green plants growing for as much of the year as possible.
Green plants feed the microbes in the soil through their roots
4. Have as much diversity of plants as possible, the more the better

Green manuring/cover
cropping
Often just referred to as
gm/cc, this is a practice to
feed and build up healthy
soils, and to keep it moist
for longer periods. The
main aim of gm/cc is to
create a good home for
soil microbes and to feed
them. If we do that, they
will make the soil healthy.
The other aim for gm/cc is
to provide food for us to
eat. Fortunately, there are
several plants that allow
us to do both things. As
we improve our farming,
gm/cc is an especially
important practice for all
cropping areas.

Most practices promoted during the 20th century do the opposite
of all these principles; these principles reflect what you find in
healthy natural situations such as a forest.

I was amazed and inspired.
Julius Astiva had shown me
what was possible. He is
truly a pioneer for farming
with nature. He knows that
everything he does as a farmer
must be in tune with nature.
He says that he never stops
learning, and I found him
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bubbling with ideas on how
he can improve. I realised
after my visit to Julius that
farming naturally, when you
get skilled at it, can produce
great abundance. It is far more
productive and profitable than
growing only one crop with
chemicals.
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Thembi’s Story: FMNR reaches out
across huge areas in West Africa
Thembi was next. He had decided to investigate something called Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration (FMNR)
that many farmers across West Africa are using, resulting in thousands of hectares having much more tree cover.
He learnt this story from a farmer in Burkino Faso.

BILANA OUOBA’S STORY
I am Bilana Ouoba, a 65-year-old farmer from Kokouogou village in Eastern Burkina Faso, head of a
household of 25 people. I practice several new farming methods to improve soil fertility. One is
called Farming Managed Natural Regeneration of trees. Before, you were thought to be crazy
to grow trees with crops. We used to cut down all the trees and shrubs. When we learned
about the FMNR technique in 2015, and received training, this innovation caused a lot of
controversy and reluctance in our community.
I started to do some tests by protecting small trees growing in my field. This
agroforestry method improved soil fertility and moisture, giving better yields. I also
harvested pods from the Philiostigma tree in my field. This has become a major source of
income. The pod is cracked open, the seeds removed, and the pulp eaten as a snack or as
emergency food. The tender leaves are chewed, and the juice swallowed to treat stomach-ache,
coughs, and snakebite.
The first year I started harvesting the Philiostigma pods, I earned enough money
to buy three lambs to fatten and sell. The technique of protecting
or regenerating trees on our land really came to save us, the
women, who were suffering from infertile soil and lack of
money to care for our children. Protecting Philiostigma trees
in our fields has become a common practice by women here
while women without these trees in the fields have to search
for it in the bush.

Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration (FMNR)
adapts centuries-old methods of woodland
management, called coppicing and pollarding. The
practice produces continuous tree-growth for fuel,
building materials, and food and fodder. Selected
trees are trimmed and pruned to maximise growth,
while promoting optimal growing conditions
for annual crops or grass. When FMNR trees are
integrated into crops and grazing areas, there is
an increase in crop yields, soil fertility, organic
matter, soil moisture and leaf fodder. There is also
a decrease in wind and heat damage to the soil
and thus less soil erosion. In the Sahel region of
Africa, FMNR is an especially useful tool for poorer
families and communities. It can increase food
security, resilience, and climate change adaptation.
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Viyani’s Story: Managing livestock
grazing to regenerate land and rivers
“Now we turn to you Viyani,” said Tawana, “you’re the eldest amongst us but still a young man. You did not have to
go and look for an example. You are doing it yourself. Tell us what you’ve done.”
Viyani’s eyes lit up. He loved being able to share his story. He began in his melodic voice:

“I watched the Jambezi river near my home in north west Zimbabwe grow wider
over many years. Each year it filled up with more silt. This was a river that used to run all
year when I was a boy. I caught fish in it and swam in its depths. I did not know what I could do about
this silting until I attended a course at Dimbangombe. There I learnt the importance of planning
livestock grazing. If they keep moving to new ground and do not come back to the same place
for some time, grass can grow well and spread. More grass means more groundcover, which
means more water goes into the soil. There is less runoff to fill streams and rivers with
silt. It is as simple as that.”
“If it is so simple why don’t we see it happening?” asked Chifundo.
“These days people let their livestock go anywhere and everywhere. They
wander all over the place. When I went home after the training, every time I heard
cowbells I would go out and talk to the herders. I would ask them to keep their cattle
away from my stretch of the river. They did as I asked. As a result, the eight-metrewide silted river narrowed to three metres. Here look at my pictures.”
People crowded around Viyani to have a look.
“So what?” asked Chifundo. “This looks good
but what then?”
“As a result of this small action the
Chief called everyone together and they
created thirteen joint herds and started
planning the grazing. It is still early
days, but everyone is learning a lot and
moving in the right direction.
We have begun a long journey
together to recreate the abundance that
elders speak of. People are excited about
the opportunity to restore the land, rivers,
crop production, as well as livestock and
wildlife living together in harmony.”
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Holistic Planned Grazing
Together with animal impact, Holistic Planned Grazing (HPG) is a process that,
if well implemented, can maintain soil cover and keep grass plants healthy and
productive. The implementation of a grazing plan meets the needs of livestock, plants
and the farmer while enhancing the function of ecosystem processes. The catch is in
communities bringing their livestock together - what is called a land management
herd. This herd will be managed to graze in a way that will avoid the unwanted effects
of animals wandering and feeding on the same grass-plants (overgrazing) with little or
no recovery, causing bare ground. Landscapes like ours need robust management to
enhance diversity and bring rivers back to life.

As we can see, we have at our disposal many skills to regenerate
our landscapes. And these are only a few examples of what is
happening. We know how to help soil become alive again. We have
approaches to design the land in a way that imitates nature. We can
manage livestock to improve and not damage the land they graze on.
It is quite possible that we can turn around our degrading situation
and begin to revive landscapes everywhere. Then the only water
leaving any landscape will be clean water. This will be water that first
enters the soil, flows underground, and then emerges above ground
via springs and streams that flow into rivers.

The trouble is that these practices are in isolated pockets. We need to
connect them into processes that address whole landscapes. This will
mean people in communities working together, with determination
and persistence. It will mean them looking at all parts of the landscape
in an integrated way: fields, forests, hills, grazing areas, rivers,
homesteads, roads, all are connected. Regenerating landscapes will
be hugely beneficial. But it also takes time and effort. People need to
reconnect with each other, with their land, and with their culture in a
way that reflects deep caring and reverence. This must be the basis of
their determination and persistence. The next and final chapter looks
at the process for communities to start doing this.
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I will not dance to your beat
A POEM BY NNIMMO BASSEY
(Nnimmo is a Nigerian architect, environmental activist, author and poet)
I will not dance to your beat
If you call plantations forests
I will not sing with you
If you privatise my water
I will confront you with my fists
If climate change means death to me but business to you
I will expose your evil greed
If you don’t leave crude oil in the soil
Coal in the hole and tar sands in the land
I will confront and denounce you
If you insist on carbon offsetting and other do-nothing false solutions
I will make you see red
If you keep talking of REDD and push forest communities away from their land
I will drag you to the Climate Tribunal
If you pile up ecological debt
& refuse to pay your climate debt
I will make you drink your own medicine
If you endorse genetically modified crops
And throw dust into the skies to mask the sun
I will not dance to your beat
Unless we walk the sustainable path
And accept real solutions & respect Mother Earth
Unless you do
I will not &
We will not dance to your beat

20 April 2010
Read at the opening ceremony of the World Peoples Climate Conference Summit
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